, etc. Others are not well known at all.
Because the study of literature and culture is interdisciplinary, the range of issues we will explore is quite varied at times. Don't be scared or annoyed by this; be fearless and excited about it. Our primary purpose will always be to invent ways of analyzing, thinking about, talking about, and writing about the connection between literature and culture in the period.
A set of guiding questions should help us to get started and to remain focused.
• What are the connections between writing and culture in this era?
• How do we read and interpret these texts from the past?
• What do they tell us about America and American cultures before 1800? In what ways do our reading strategies limit or enhance what the texts disclose?
• In what ways can these documents serve as evidence for cultural-historical claims and interpretations?
• What did these texts do? What purposes or functions did these documents serve in their original contexts? And how do we know that they served such functions?
• Should we read a novel or a poem differently than a journal or legal deposition? If so, how does one read a poem to learn about an earlier time or a different culture? And how does one read a personal diary so that it tells us more than the private secrets of people now dead and begins to reveal something about the culture, the time, the place in which it was written?
• Are some documents more interesting and valuable than others? If so, how do we determine which documents have more cultural-historical significance and which less?
• What are the uses of these texts for us in the present?
Course Requirements
Reading. The most important work in a 600-level "Readings" course is careful, patient, thorough reading of the assigned texts. You will need to finish the assigned readings by the time indicated on the reading schedule. I encourage you to keep a reading journal or take reading notes on each text. If you don't take notes of some sort, I'm not sure how you'll be able to keep track of the complexity and diversity of our reading throughout the semester.
Attendance. In addition to careful reading, I expect active participation and good attendance from everyone. Some of the most significant learning will happen during our classroom conversations. Thus, I am firm believer in class attendance. Irregular attendance will hurt your grade; good attendance and active participation in class discussions will improve your grade. If you miss no classes, your grade will move up one step (a B+ will become an A-, for instance). If you miss three classes, your grade will move down one step (your B-could turn into a C+). If you miss five, you will drop a whole letter grade (a C becomes D). If you miss seven classes, you automatically fail the course.
Papers and Exams.
The writing in our course will consist of three essays and some informal and in-class writing assignments. During the semester, I will distribute handouts describing these assignments in more detail. I will also ask you to take a midterm and comprehensive final examination.
Grades. In determining final grades, each course requirement will carry the following relative weight: If at any point during the semester you'd like to discuss your work and your performance in the class, please drop by to see me. I enjoy talking with students, and I don't want anxiety or uncertainty about grades to interfere with more important questions (Did Cabeza de Vaca really heal the Indians he met? Is Wheatley calling the "Christians" or the "Negroes" "black as Cain"? What does it mean that the Mahicans gave Governor Burnett "three beavers"?).
Is this class hard? Walt Whitman, my favorite poet, once wrote: "Listen! I will be honest with you, / I do not offer the old smooth prizes, but offer rough new prizes."
So, listen. I will be honest with you. This is not an easy course. The readings here are demanding: sometimes for linguistic reasons (old or unfamiliar language), or cultural ones (the author's world is so different from our own), or intellectual ones (abstract, complex, or obscure ideas), or some combination of the above reasons. I take attendance and class participation very seriously. I will expect you to talk with and work with other students. You will be asked to write and re-write. Believe me, this is a hard course.
But, precisely because of its difficulty, it will offer rough new prizes. Class will be exciting, even fun. Our discussions will be lively, animated, exhausting. You will have the opportunity to compose the best writing you have ever done. And you will learn so much-about early America and its cultures, about literature and writing, about how to read texts that are strange and difficult because they are so distant from our present.
Course Policies
Late Papers. I do not typically accept late papers, but in certain, limited circumstances I will accept papers after the due date. Assignments will lose a letter grade for every class period that they are late. I collect papers at the beginning of class on the due date.
Revisions. You may revise your second and third essays. If you would like to revise a paper, the revision would be due one week after the papers have been returned. To submit a revision, please write a one-
